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Substantial cohorts of middle school-aged refugees from Africa are now studying in some 
Australian schools. While there is great diversity amongst the students, in recent years an 
increasing number of these English language learners have arrived with low level literacy 
skills, in addition to limited academic development – consequences of histories of little, no or 
severely interrupted schooling (Community Relations Commission, 2006; Ibtisam, 2006; 
Queensland Government, 2008; Refugee Education Partnership Project, 2007). For these 
students and their parents and teachers, homework presents particular challenges. In the 
context of public debate and an official policy statement on homework in Queensland, the 
aim of this article is to look at the perspectives of some parents and teachers of African 
students on what should be set for homework and how much homework should be set. 
 
In the rapidly emerging Australian literature the main concern has been the need for 
homework support. Homework clubs and home tutoring programs have been established by 
community organisations and schools, often with government funding, to assist African and 
other refugee students (e.g., Queensland Government, 2008). Recent Australian research 
recommends such programs as a key to the academic success of refugee young people 
(Refugee Health Research Centre, 2007). Inequities arise when homes do not have the space 
or time, and family members do not have the linguistic capabilities or knowledge required to 
help students successfully complete homework (McDonald, 1998; Brown, Miller & Mitchell, 
2006; Community Relations Commission, 2006; Dachyshyn, 2008). Questions have been 
raised, however, about whether or not homework support is best provided in the familiar 
context of the school or by volunteers (Community Relations Commission, 2006; Refugee 
Health Research Centre, 2007). 
 
For African students who have had prior schooling, engagement in learning often requires 
negotiating new styles of teaching and learning. In the West teaching is likely to be more 
informal and less didactic than that to which the students are accustomed. As a corollary, 
learning is more active and independent. Previously, students are likely to have been 
accustomed to listening and taking notes to be studied for the examination. But after arrival in 
Western schools they are expected to engage in unfamiliar activities such as researching and 
developing ideas for homework assignments, a task that entails visiting the library or using 
the internet, and reading multiple sources (McDonald, 1998). 
 
There is a passage in the memoiric literature by African refugees now resident in the West 
that captures vividly the unfamiliarity of Western pedagogic methods for students from 
Africa. The passage is drawn from the story of a Somali woman who took refuge in the 
Netherlands. She is writing of the shock of entering a Western university, but the experience 
could be extrapolated to the middle school level: 
 
There were piles of books to read every week ... We didn’t have to memorize them, but 
we needed to know the themes, the theories, and – this was new – we needed to 
develop our own opinion. We were always asked what we thought (Ali, 2007: 237-38; 
original emphasis). 
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Several of the themes of this literature emerged in an interview study (2006-2008), reported 
in this article, that focused on 8 students from Burundi, Rwanda, Eritrea and Sudan, their 
parents, and school personnel including teachers, bilingual aides and administrators. In 
reporting this study, I draw also on my experience (2004-05) as a volunteer tutor in a 
community-based homework club for African and Middle Eastern refugees, and as an in-
home tutor for a Somali family. 
 
The article has four sections. In the first section, the broader context of public debate about 
homework and official policy in which this study was conducted is described. In the second 
section, the interview study is introduced, and a brief description is provided of the 
homework support options accessed by the focal students. In the third section of the article, 
interview data indicating parents‟ and teachers‟ perspectives on homework are presented. The 
emphasis is on points of tension between parents and schools, and dilemmas that arose in the 
context of broader public debate and official statements about the quantity and nature of 
homework. The article concludes with a discussion of the need for nuanced application of 
policy guidelines and points to the utility of recent approaches to literacy education for 
addressing dilemmas around homework for African students in Australian schools. 
 
Homework debates 
In the period leading up to the study, and during the first year of the study, there was 
widespread public concern about homework in Queensland schools. On the one hand, some 
parents expressed concern about deleterious effects of excessive homework demands on 
family life. On the other hand, there was concern that schools were setting „old-fashioned‟ 
and „repetitive‟ forms of homework more attuned to a previous era when it was essential to 
„sit down and write it out‟ than to an era of ubiquitous electronic information retrieval (Allen, 
2007). 
 
In this context, a state-wide review of homework was conducted. The review culminated in a 
policy statement that recommended five hours of homework per week for middle school 
students in Years 8 and 9, and for students in Year 10 onwards, a quantity of homework 
commensurate with individual need and learning program. Homework, it was stated, should 
be purposeful, relevant and appropriate to student capability; should develop students‟ 
independence; and should be varied, challenging and related to work covered in class. 
Appropriate forms of homework were identified as revision and critical reflection to 
consolidate learning; tasks applying what has been learnt; individual research; and 
preparation for classes. Teachers were expected to explicitly teach time management and 
other study skills and to help students establish regular study routines. Parents were expected 
to read with and talk to their children, scaffold homework task completion through 
questioning and directing students to resources, and to help their children manage homework 
as part of a balanced life (Department of Education and Training, 2006). 
 
Homework options accessed by the focal students 
All the students who participated in the study reported here had received most, if not all, of 
their schooling after taking refuge in Africa, but there was considerable diversity of 
experience amongst them. While two students had 5-6 years of schooling in stable refugee 
settings, the others had more interrupted experiences. On arrival at the intensive language 
school, most of the students were placed in the Beginners class, although one was placed in 
Post-Beginners, and two in a foundation class teaching learning-to-learn skills. On graduating 
from intensive language school all but one of the students went directly to high school where 
3 
 
they were in Years 9-10. The other student had graduated to primary school and was in Year 
8, her first year of high school, at the time of her second interview. The students‟ high 
schools all had intensive language centres that provided on-call homework support for 
English as a second language (ESL) students in addition to homework club options. 
 
Two rounds of interviews were conducted. The first round was undertaken after the students 
had settled into an intensive language school for adolescents; and the second round, after the 
students‟ transition to mainstream high schools. All but two of the parent interviews involved 
the use of interpreters. The interviews indicated that the students accessed a range of 
homework support options after transition to high school. A brief description of these 
follows. It should be noted that the students‟ names are all pseudonyms, most of which were 
selected by themselves or their mothers. 
 
Jenny, Sophia, Mohammad, Caroline and John went to homework club and did their 
homework with their friends. Caroline, Sophia, Mohammad and John received assistance 
from siblings, cousins and other family members. Jenny and Shusu also received support 
from community volunteers who visited their homes. Shusu‟s mother said that her daughter 
“really panicked hard” when she arrived at high school and found “the language for her to 
study and read ... it was difficult”. In response Shusu‟s mother “had to go around looking for 
support and ... got the volunteers” to help Shusu, in addition to “the teachers here in the 
school”. Michael said that he could usually do his homework on his own. He was too busy 
with soccer practice to go to homework club, and when he had trouble with homework he 
found that the on-demand support provided by teachers at his school was sufficient. 
 
George withdrew from school before the second round of interviews, but his parents had 
explained in their first interview that they did not seek homework assistance for him: “We 
want him to struggle and know himself. Even if we could [help him with homework, we 
wouldn‟t], we want him to learn by struggle and hard effort”. In understanding this data it is 
important to note that George‟s parents, like all the parents in the study, hoped for school 
success and good jobs for their children. Indeed, it was their express hope that their children 
would find “soft and noble” jobs that did not entail the hard physical labour by which they 
had lived as unschooled subsistence farmers in Africa. 
 
All the parents indicated that they could provide little academic support with their children‟s 
homework. Limited education and/or English language proficiency were the problem in all 
cases. However parents indicated that they created conditions within which their children 
could complete their homework. Some said that they monitored homework, while others said 
that they freed their children up from obligations to earn money or do housework. This is a 
significant accommodation on the part of some families. As has been reported in the literature 
(Cottone, 2005), and was mentioned by one of the teachers who participated in this study, 
African students, in particular girls, sometimes have family responsibilities that preclude 
attention to homework at home: “Some of them don‟t have to do any study at home ... once 
they go to high school ... they will find it a bit hard because they have a different set of needs 
at home”. 
 
The following comments by Jenny‟s mother are indicative of the kind of family support 
described by the mothers of several of the students. It should be noted that Jenny‟s mother 
explicitly distinguished herself from African families who prioritise home duties over 
homework for girls. 
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JM: Because I like my children to go to school, I don‟t like to make them do many 
things at home. I try to do the things at home and I have, but I didn‟t like them 
to do a lot of things at home. I tell them, “go to the computer and do your 
homework”. Ask them every time when they are at home or they come home 
from school, I ask them “did you have homework”? If they say, “I have”, [I 
say], “go to do your homework” every time.” 
 
When asked whether she monitored her children‟s homework so strictly in Africa, Jenny‟s 
mother said that she had done so. With her ninth grade education from Burundi she had been 
able to work as a teacher in the Tanzanian camp where her family took refuge. Jenny‟s 
mother said that she had reminded her children constantly that they were having a better life 
in the camp than others because of the employment opportunities her education made 
available to her. Asked why she prioritised homework for girls when not all families did so, 
Jenny‟s mother responded by saying “many people in Africa, they do that, but it‟s not good. 
They do that, but me, I don‟t like to do that”. Probed for the reasons for this, she said: 
“because my mum and my father, my mum was a teacher”. 
 
In summary, all but one of the focal students accessed diverse forms of homework support, 
including on-demand help from ESL teachers, homework clubs, in-home community 
volunteers, classmates and family members. Parents were all unable to help with the content 
of homework for reasons of educational level and English proficiency, but created social 
conditions in the home conducive to completion of homework. One family‟s values 
precluded homework support for their children. These findings are cause for consideration. In 
the absence of parental capacity, it is to ESL teachers, community volunteers, older siblings 
and others that most of the students were turning for the support in completing homework 
tasks that is constructed in the official policy statement as the role of parents. Moreover, the 
very assumption that parents – or anyone else – should help students with homework does not 
mesh with the values of one of the families. At the same time, the question of balancing 
homework with the rest of a student‟s life looks different when it is realised that the very fact 
of homework requires accommodation on the part of some families, especially with respect to 
daughters. At the least it is crucial for educators to be aware of the changes that some families 
are making in adapting to the expectations of Australian schools. 
 
In the next section the focus turns to parents‟ and teachers‟ views about what should be set 
for homework and how much homework should be set. There is evidence of some tension 
between families and schools in this regard. There is evidence too of dilemmas for teachers in 
the context of the debates about homework and the official review and policy statement that 
overlapped the period of the study. 
 
Parents’ and teachers views on homework 
Contra the position of some parents in the broader public debate on homework, some of the 
parents who participated in this study expressed concern that their children were not getting 
enough homework. Caroline‟s mother spoke strongly in this regard. Her comments were 
elicited by a generic question rather than one about homework. 
 
R: Is there anything else the school could do to help Caroline study better? 
CM: It would, if it was possible to get extra help with her education that would be 
good. 
R: What sort of help? 
CM: Homework. Also, it would be good if she had extra subjects, extra homework. 
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R: Extra homework? In any one area, like maths or English? 
CM: No, extra homework in general. If a student is at a low level they need extra 
education to improve that subject. The teachers will know which subjects they 
should give more homework in. 
 
Shushu‟s mother likewise expressed some discontent over homework, but asked for a wider 
range of homework rather than simply more homework. Her comments were elicited by a 
generic question asking whether there was anything else she would like to say that would 
enable Shusu‟s teachers to better help her daughter. In response, Shusu‟s mother noted that 
the system of lessons and homework differed between Australia and Africa. 
 
SM: There the students have been given notes and they write these notes from the 
teachers and they take them home to memorise. But when we turn to Australia 
the system requires that the student has to research, to make a research, to get 
the learning out of different books or different authors. 
.................................................................................................................. 
The system requires the student has to go looking for, and everything has to be 
typed in the computer and then to follow up with the teachers and all this. 
 
Asked whether it would be helpful if the Australian system was more like the African system 
as she had described, it, Shusu‟s mother said she believed “the system here is a good system” 
because her daughter has reached a good standard of education. However, she thought that 
some complementary tasks were in order. 
 
SM: ... the children need to be given tasks so that it could, would write, to give them 
that ability of improving their handwriting and then also knowing more words 
and memorising work, and all this helps here. But when a student is just given 
that to read, read over the internet, sometimes they become lazy to write. 
 
Some of the teachers at the intensive language school wondered about whether or not it 
would be helpful to provide African students with the kinds of learning tasks which are 
familiar to and valued by their parents” “in some ways you think, okay, let‟s do some of that 
learning then, because at least there‟s a little bit of success there and we can build on that”. 
 
No other parent expressed any discontent about homework during the round of interviews 
conducted at high school. In contrast, the high school teachers had much to say on the topic. 
The consensus was that homework was a particular challenge for African students, and that 
homework expectations in some Australian schools were changing or should change 
accordingly. 
 
Before looking at the teacher data it is important to note that the teachers viewed the African 
students as only one among several cohorts for whom homework was an issue. In recent 
years, one of the study schools had enrolled an increasing number of white, native-English-
speaking students affected by poverty and other disadvantaging factors. Two of the schools 
also had large cohorts of non-African ESL and international students with high level 
academic needs. The teachers in these schools said that traditional homework expectations – 
in particular, the research assignment – were inappropriate for some of these students too. 
 
Consider comments made by three of Shusu‟s ESL teachers. This data was elicited by an 
explicit and open-ended question about homework: “Can we open up the issue of 
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homework”? In response to this question, one of the ESL teachers described homework as “a 
bit fraught for the whole system” in light of the review of homework in the previous year. 
She said that “parents don‟t want homework” because it is “encroaching on family time” and 
so “school shouldn‟t give too much”. However, for ESL teachers this creates a dilemma 
because “ESL thinks it‟s very difficult to learn something like a language unless you revise 
and go over what you did, revisit that”. However, “a lot” of African students “without very 
much prior education don‟t have those skills to actually study” independently. As a 
consequence, “their families ... like to have some homework because that shows the families 
that they‟re working and that they‟re making progress and it shows the students that the 
school is serious”. 
 
The ESL teacher‟s ideas resonate with some of the thinking of the parents. Sophia, 
Mohammad and Shusu‟s mothers all believed that revision is crucial to language learning. A 
question arises: Who is responsible for designing revision work, the school or the student and 
the family? This teacher argues that the responsibility falls on the school because many 
African students do not have study skills required for independent revision. In these 
circumstances she argues for more homework despite systemic concerns about excessive 
homework. 
 
A second ESL teacher teacher picked up the first teacher‟s comments on study skills. She 
elaborated on “the need to show them what study means”. To this end, she recounted a 
discussion from a teacher‟s meeting at the high school. 
 
T: How do you study? From the very basic, you know, planning the time, to 
getting the pen and paper ready, to getting, you know, books out, to 
highlighting. How do you learn? Because as basic as that, we assume it‟s you 
know, everybody knows what study means, like, it really is not clear to them 
what it is. Even the packing their bags, school bags for the following day is 
something that needs training. 
 
The excerpt identifies skills for independent study that require development after transition to 
high school. While study skills like these were a priority at intensive language school, 
mastery cannot be assumed. As a consequence, the high school has an equally important role 
to play. In some cases this entails work on “very basic” foundational skills of time and 
materials management, but it is not limited to these. Other, more cognitive skills, such as 
“highlighting” need to be taught. 
 
The teacher went on to speak about the necessity for do-able homework for ESL students. 
Her position was infused with awareness of the broader debates around homework in the 
state. 
 
T: ESL think the trick is to give homework the students can do rather than 
homework that‟s really difficult because the homework that‟s really difficult 
takes a huge amount of time and the students can‟t do it. It will create problems 
in the family which none of the families, no families, need that. So we do try to 
give them specific things. Now, a lot of people might think, “Well, that‟s just 
busywork” but in fact it is what our students find rewarding that they can go 
and practise something they‟ve already done rather than giving them, say, 
research tasks, you know, go on the internet and find these things. Our students 
can‟t do that by themselves and probably don‟t have the internet at home or the 
7 
 
books to do those kinds of things. So homework‟s good but it really does need 
to be set with the student in mind and the family situation in mind. 
 
In this comment, this teacher provides a thought-provoking commentary on the debates 
around homework. Specifically, it cannot be assumed that „repetitive‟ homework tasks are 
necessarily inappropriate for all middle school students or that tasks requiring students to 
access information electronically are necessarily engaging and effective. However, in making 
these points the teacher invokes the decades-long tension between pedagogic approaches 
often discussed in misleadingly simple terms as a choice between traditional and progressive 
pedagogies. This dichotomy is worth discussion. 
 
During the last thirty years or so, the epithet „busywork‟ has sometimes been attached 
pejoratively to skill and practice exercise by advocates of meaning-based pedagogies 
entailing projects, themes and research. Yet, the dichotomy between skills and meaning-
based pedagogies is a false one. Literacy educators have long proposed that pedagogy should 
embed systematic skills teaching using traditional methods of direct teaching, repetition and 
memorisation into meaning-based pedagogies. This idea is consistent with the four resources 
model of literacy (Freebody & Luke, 1990), multiliteracies education (The New London 
Group, 1996), and proposals for a pedagogy of „weaving‟ that shuttles back and forth 
between traditional and other forms of instruction (Luke, 2008). It is an idea that is at the 
heart of genre pedagogy which was developed to give ESL and other students the knowledge 
of academic texts that was part of the resources of more advantaged students (Martin, 1999). 
 
The third of the ESL teachers at Shusu‟s school concluded the discussion by saying that 
working with the African students had caused shifts in thinking about homework t the school. 
Some mainstream teachers had come to the conclusion that homework assignments that 
assumed study skills and required high level independent research were not do-able: “there‟s 
a range of understanding, a general understanding that the type of homework set has to be 
something that‟s very manageable”. 
 
An ESL teacher at another of the high schools spoke likewise about the do-ability of 
homework. She said, “in terms of ESL classes, we‟re teaching at the levels where kids can 
get it, so I mean, I know when I‟m setting homework to very low level classes, I always 
think, “can they actually do this without requiring immense amounts of help”? She went on to 
explain that she makes independent research assignments manageable by building up to them 
over weeks and months. By way of example, she cited the assignment for which she was 
preparing the students at the time of the interview. This was an assignment about the 
representation of oppression in three texts. A semester in advance of the assignment being set 
she was already exploring the concept of oppression with the students and making links to 
their experiences and prior knowledge of the topic from Africa. She was also encouraging 
discussion on the topic both in and out of class. Her hope was that in this way she was 
making the assignment would be manageable when it was set in the following semester. 
 
Challenging homework 
In summary, some of the African parents who participated in the study reported here were 
seeking more, and more skill-based homework, for their children. It should be noted, that no 
parent rejected research-based assignments as a form of homework, although these present 
particular difficulties for the children and necessitate access to homework support. The 
teachers who participated in the study were likewise grappling with both the quantity and 
type of homework that is appropriate for African students with little, no or severely 
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interrupted schooling. It was suggested that constraints on the amount of homework set by 
schools create a dilemma for teachers of students who cannot independently design the 
programs of revision required for effective language learning. There is the potential here for 
the most disadvantaged of students to be even more disadvantaged relative to ESL students 
who bring well-developed study skills to their Australian school life. 
 
The findings are cause for consideration also about the persistence of the spurious dichotomy 
between skills and meaning-based practices of language and literacy education. In the context 
of wider public debate about what should count as appropriate homework, one of the teachers 
felt obliged to defend the skills work her students needed against the epithet „busywork‟. Yet, 
for decades now, this dichotomy has been rejected by successive new approaches to literacy 
education. The data presented here show teachers beginning to rethink the place of skills 
development activities as homework for some cohorts of students. The four resources model, 
multiliteracies pedagogy, and weaving, are all conceptual tools available to literacy teachers 
that are useful to this end. 
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